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      Love Like The Galaxy; Chapter One

      Love Like The Galaxy;
      ChapterOne

      Hello and welcome! Before we get into the amazing work that is
      Guan Xin Ze Luan’s Love Like The Galaxy, there are a few
      things that I feel should be addressed before you dive in:

      First: This is a time travel novel. Our CSS was a university
      student before she was teleported to this world. It isn’t
      too jarring and a lot of the time she just uses her past
      experiences to compare situations or explain why she behaves a
      certain way. She has good survival instincts so she doesn’t try to
      fix things right off the bat.

      Second: There’s slow burn, and then there is slow burn. It
      takes 34 chapters for our ML to even speak and it isn’t directed at
      CSS. It’s not like in the drama where he’s always aware of her
      (that we as readers can tell).

      Third: This might not be an issue for people, but CSS is thirteen
      at the beginning of this novel. She ages throughout the novel but
      it might squick people out.

      ENJOY!

      
      Volume 1: Grass by the Qingqing River, Willows in the Lush
      Garden

      Chapter One:

      Time Traveling and Reasoning Without a Maid

      The one-story building was made of bricks. Long and rectangular
      in shape, it had three rooms divided into equal parts. The main
      hall was in the middle and looked like it could hold a lot of
      people in it, the other two rooms were located on either end of the
      hall. Yu Cai Ling’s room was located on the east side. It was a
      simple room, with polished yellow mud walls that were clean and
      smooth. A large square stove was built in the middle of the room,
      seemingly made out of clay. The design looked old but it gave off
      enough heat to warm the entire room. Despite being calm in nature,
      the events that had followed made Yu Cai Ling nearly faint from
      fright…

      There were no beds, benches, or chairs. Instead, a flat wooden
      board on the floor took up one-third of the room. The bed was just
      a layer of bedding placed on top of the board. Beside it were a few
      circular cotton cushions that served as seats and a small, square
      table for meals. Yu Cai Ling felt she had woken up in a room that
      resembled the barren, ancient Japanese rooms from the Akira
      Kurosawa films she liked to watch.

      When she first came to consciousness ten days ago, this very
      fact made her so frightened that she fainted again, wishing she
      were dead.

      Her hometown, Jingnan, was a very small 1800 tier town*. It was
      surrounded by mountains and valleys and had a mix of different
      cultures and customs. It was originally so remote that being able
      to come and go freely was extremely difficult. Later, when those
      who were able to leave for the big city for work returned home,
      they spoke about the foreign devils*. The old village chief was
      full of righteous indignation, and ordered the villagers to put rat
      poison in the yams, sweet potatoes, and dried radishes to donate if
      they ever met again. Unfortunately, no one encountered any more
      foreign devils, and the rat poison wasn’t used.

      [China has an unofficial tier-city system that is like a
      hierarchical classification for Chinese cities. The tiers are from
      1 to 3. Obviously, an 1800 Tier Town is a massive exaggeration for
      how small Yu Cai Ling’s hometown was.

      They mean the Japanese when they say foreign devils.]

      It was only after the foundation of the People’s Republic of
      China that the government opened up the mountains, building the
      roads, bridges, and tunnels that made her home a small mountain
      town.

      “Young Mistress, it’s time for your medicine.” A middle-aged
      woman carrying a thick wooden tray entered the room and turned to
      the little girl holding a heavy cotton curtain next to her. “A’Mei,
      put down the curtain. It’s cold outside.”

      Yu Cai Ling quickly regained her composure and straightened up
      (actually, she was kneeling). The woman placed the tray down on the
      small table. On the tray were two pottery bowls, one large and one
      small. In the large bowl was a hot medicinal soup and the small
      bowl held three candied fruits. Yu Cai Ling lifted the larger bowl
      and took a sip, her mouth filling with bitterness. The medicine was
      harder to drink than dichlorvos*, she was sure of it, and she had
      never tasted dichlorvos before.

      [Dichlorvos is used as an insecticide for household pests. It’s
      super poisonous and can cause death.]

      After finishing the medicine, she picked up a piece of candied
      fruit and sucked on it, examining the woman sitting across from
      her. This woman had told Yu Cai Ling to call her Zhu. Yu Cai Ling
      was not used to calling people a single-word name because it
      reminded her of the owner of a multifunctional hair salon in her
      old town, who would coquettishly call out to her like she was
      calling out to a lover. She was hesitant to decline without knowing
      the local customs. The day before yesterday, she heard A’Mei talk
      about a child who had gone crazy after a nightmare and nearly died
      from a monk’s ‘healing.’ Therefore, Yu Cai Ling decided she would
      call the woman Zhu.

      Zhu had a square face and strong body with a solemn expression.
      She was wearing an ash gray linen jacket with a short train,
      revealing trousers from below her knees. Yu Cai Ling assumed it was
      more for the convenience of work than fashion. The thick cotton
      coat circled her waist and extended to the back of her heels. As
      for the ten-year-old girl next to her, A’Mei was simply dressed.
      She wore a short cotton coat and ran around the yard with her
      thick, cotton trousers exposed.

      More than ten days ago, Yu Cai Ling had been lying on the ‘bed’
      in a semi-conscious state, eyelids feeling like they weighed a
      thousand pounds, when she heard a shrill female voice. “… you
      incompetent, stupid woman! My Madam gave you this task but you have
      done nothing but neglect it. If anything happens to the Young
      Mistress, your whole family will be fed to the dogs!”

      A muttering female voice said, “At first you told me to ignore
      her, let her scream and curse, stamp out her temperament and let
      her deal with her punishment –”

      “Outrageous!” The shrill female voice interrupted. “Even if
      she’s at fault, she is still the Master’s daughter. How can you be
      so careless?”

      Yu Cai Ling drifted off to sleep again, only to feel that
      someone was feeding her medicine. Her survival instincts kicked in
      and she forced herself to swallow the medicine. In a daze, she
      heard the shrill female voice laughing. “…I won’t hide it from you.
      This is a hot potato and now that she is so sick, no one is willing
      to take responsibility. You’re lucky you’ve been begging me for a
      few days…”

      Then came the gentle and slow voice of Zhu, who smiled and said,
      “The Young Mistress is very sick and I am able to do this job. I
      only hope that Master can remember me and my family well so that
      A’Mei and A’Liang can have prosperous futures.”

      There was a sound of coins clanging together and the shrill
      female voice said with satisfaction, “That’s fine. Since you accept
      this job, do it well.” Then she left.

      Yu Cai Ling, who prided herself in getting top marks in logical
      reasoning, deduced that even if she was burning with fever, her
      body was that of a young lady who had made a mistake in an ancient
      aristocratic family. The previous caretakers had failed to do their
      duty, causing this girl to fall ill and nearly die of fever.

      When she first saw Zhu, with her shallow knowledge of ancient
      times, Yu Cai Ling had hoped for her to have the braids from the
      Manchu era or wearing a chest exposed Tang dress – she didn’t mind
      marrying a half bald headed husband or living through a cold
      winter. Unfortunately, she couldn’t place when these types of dark
      robes were worn in ancient times.

      Yu Cai Ling was disheartened for three days until, on the fourth
      day, she regained her health and followed A’Mei to see a bride off,
      suddenly feeling happy – naturally, at the time, A’Mei didn’t know
      why this usually melancholic Young Mistress had suddenly cheered up
      for no reason.

      Zhu was also examining Yu Cai Ling. In order to recover from her
      illness, the medical staff had prepared a lot of ingredients. Aside
      from the first time she instinctually spat out the bitter medicinal
      soup, Yu Cai Ling would always take her medicine and not complain.
      She would grit her teeth and purse her mouth with a stubborn and
      tough expression. Zhu herself was quite reticent and didn’t expect
      this young lady to be even more so than her. Besides talking to
      A’Mei, she often stayed depressed during the day and wouldn’t say a
      word. It was completely different from what others had described
      her as, and left Zhu feeling confused.

      After finishing the medicine, the round-faced A’Mei snuggled up
      to Yu Cai Ling’s side and said, “Young Mistress, it’s warm outside
      today. Let’s go and play.” Yu Cai Ling was so tired of staying
      inside and nodded in agreement.

      “It’s good to go out and get some sun,” Zhu said with a smile.
      “But the guards aren’t here today. Don’t go far and bring A’Liang
      with you.”

      Yu Cai Ling gave a strange look to Zhu. The woman was quiet, and
      not only had she spoke more than normal today, she also allowed her
      to go out and play without an adult companion.

      A’Mei made a face at her mother and quickly waited for Yu Cai
      Ling to put on thick soled cotton shoes, then wrapped herself in a
      thick cloak. The two girls happily joined hands and went out to
      play.

      Walking outside, Yu Cai Ling took a deep breath and faced the
      wave of ice and snow. The charcoal fire in her chest dissipated and
      filled her with a fresh and cold air. She looked up to the sky and
      felt that the blue sky and white clouds she used to read in
      elementary school were not false. Looking at the high and broad
      sky, which was clean as clear ice water, Yu Cai Ling felt very
      happy.

      The small courtyard had a wide bamboo fence that circled the
      house. Although it was a rural cottage, it had a towering roof and
      all three rooms inside were wide and spacious without any hint of
      timidity or melancholy. Such a tall and spacious house was not like
      the style of Japan.

      Yu Cai Ling nodded with satisfaction as she pulled little A’Mei
      and a seven-or-eight-year-old boy out of the yard. In the distance,
      she saw two people on horseback dressed in combat gear galloping
      towards them, accompanied by snow and dust. A’Mei, with her sharp
      eyes, suddenly said, “That’s Father… and Brother.” She then broke
      free from Yu Cai Ling and shouted, “Father! Brother!”

      The two horsemen came to the front of the yard in a neat stop
      and dismounted the horses. As soon as the middle-aged man saw Yu
      Cai Ling, he clasped his fists and bowed his head, smiling, “Young
      Mistress.” The younger boy, who was around seventeen or eighteen
      years old, also followed the usual practice of clasping his
      fists.

      Yu Cai Ling nodded and smiled, “Welcome back Fu Yi.”

      “Is Young Mistress going out to play?” The middle-aged man
      raised his head and gave a cheerful smile. “Just now, we passed by
      a temple to the river god. You should go and see the excitement.”
      He turned to his son. “Deng, don’t go to the house yet, join them.”
      The young man handed his father his horse’s bridle. The group
      stepped on the creaking thin snow and left.

      Fu Yi was the husband of Zhu. Yu Cai Ling had heard two guards
      call him Leader Fu and she also called him that. However, this
      frightened Fu Yi half to death. When she saw him for the first
      time, seeing how intimately he was behaving with Zhu, she assumed
      he was her legal spouse.

      After leaving the courtyard and walking westward for about ten
      minutes, Yu Cai Ling heard the tinkling of the stream and the noise
      of people. She saw a small stream about ten meters wide. The stream
      was clear and visible, with a shallow depth of only half a meter
      and a width of only three or four meters. Although it was a small
      stream, it was abundant in resources, with constant fish and shrimp
      throughout the year, which greatly subsidized the livelihood of the
      villagers. On the shore not far upstream, the three elders of the
      village led the villagers to build a small shrine to worship the
      gods of mountains, forests, streams, and water on both sides,
      hoping to be protected by the gods to have more fish, shrimp,
      fruits, and vegetables.

      As soon as she saw the temple ahead of her, A’Mei pulled Yu Cai
      Ling and ran inside. She took out some coins and bought a bamboo
      tube of earth-made incense from the monk at the door. She also
      bought some fruits that Yu Cai Ling didn’t recognize from a girl
      who was holding a basket to sell. The girl saw how handsome Fu Deng
      was and threw an orange at him, looking at him with a smile. Fu
      Deng’s face went red.

      A’Mei smiled and said, “My brother is getting engaged soon!”

      Yu Cai Ling teased, “Why do you still charge us fruit money
      since you like him?”

      The girl said brightly, “Although he is handsome, my family
      still needs to eat.” This made everyone laugh loudly.

      The so-called temple was a large house with two halls stacked
      one in front of the other. The villagers had seen Yu Cai Ling and
      her party several times now and knew that she was the young lady of
      a nearby wealthy family, so they called for them to enter. The
      front room was filled with incense, and high on the platform stood
      several grotesque and ferocious deities. Guanyin was not like
      Guanyin, and Jesus was not like Jesus. There were also several
      pools of blood splattered at the foot of the stone statues, and off
      to the side were a few chickens and ducks still kicking their legs
      in a large wooden basin.

      Yu Cai Ling shook her head for the nth time. The deities in this
      era were made so terrifyingly and worship methods felt crude and
      primitive. How could believers enter the mood of selfless worship
      and pay for their feelings? She wished she could teach these
      practitioners how to make benevolent statues, add some flowers and
      goldfish, and pretend to sing poetry and recite scriptures to
      ensure that business flourished and wealth flowed.

      This was obviously just her opinion. The surrounding women,
      children, and elderly found this very useful. They were either
      kneeling down or standing in awe with their hands clasped and
      reciting words. A’Mei quickly handed Yu Cai Ling three incense
      sticks and pulled her to kneel on the grass matt.

      Yu Cai Ling sighed. The last time she had paid her respects in
      her previous life was when she and her three roommates went hiking
      in the mountains. The four girls bowed down devoutly under the
      statues of Sanqing.*

      [Sanqing or, Three Pure Ones, are the three highest gods in the
      Taoist pantheon.]

      The SMS roommate prayed that she could receive a full
      scholarship again at the end of the term.

      The blogger roommate prayed that the handsome guy next door,
      whom she secretly loved, would break up with his girlfriend and
      fall in love with her at first sight.

      The QQ roommate hoped to get an internship opportunity from the
      NZND company in advance.

      Yu Cai Ling hoped that the eleven-page application to join the
      Party,* which she had just written the day before, would be
      cleared. Her uncle told her he would buy her a laptop if she
      joined.

      [I’m assuming this means the Communist Party of China. People
      who join usually end up getting good jobs.]

      After praying repeatedly, the four of them recited
      Amitabha* in unison and happily went out to play, without
      paying attention to the strange expression of the old woman
      kneeling beside them.

      [Amitabha (Amituofo in Chinese) is used in Buddhism and Taosim
      as a way of greeting, to express gratitude, apologize, praise, etc.
      In this context, the girls are saying this as a way to end their
      prayer respectfully.]

      After bowing, Yu Cai Ling inserted the three incense sticks into
      the jar in front of her and sighed lightly. From this perspective,
      worship was still very effective. In her previous life, she was
      brave and courageous. If she hadn’t died, would she have still
      joined the Party? She didn’t know if the wishes of her three
      roommates were realized, either. Yu Cai Ling deeply hated her bad
      luck and missed opportunities, so she sternly refused A’Mei’s
      invitation to enter the hall to hear an explanation of the latest
      prophecy from a monk.

      The last time Yu Cai Ling had seen the monk, he fooled her into
      doing witchcraft to sneak around. He probably heard that Yu Cai
      Ling was a young lady from a rich family and wanted to earn money.
      He thought her a fool. Even if she had money, she would rather
      learn from her cold and newly rich father to help ladies of the
      night than rely on gods. At least then it would contribute to a
      harmonious society.

      “Everyone says that monk is powerful.” A’Mei pulled at Yu Cai
      Ling’s sleeve.

      “If they are really that powerful, why haven’t they been invited
      by dignitaries and officials?” Yu Cai Ling asked. “Why are they
      still in a small place like this?” After her father’s business
      began to take off, he begun to believe in those gods. The key was
      to find someone with actual skills and not worship a random
      god.

      “That’s hard to say. Mother told us that the Immortal Yan, who
      met the emperor in the past, refused to become an official. Now he
      lives in seclusion in the country and only wears fur to fish every
      day.” A’Mei was quite knowledgeable.

      Fu Deng was dissatisfied and said, “The Immortal Yan was
      originally a master of Confucian classics. He was already a
      first-class scholar and divination was only for fun. He didn’t
      specialize in it.”

      A’Mei agreed to play by the stream with a mournful expression on
      her face. Little A’Liang was very happy, and took the siblings out
      of the temple and headed towards the stream.

      Children and teenagers gathered by the stream, giggling and
      playing lively. At this time, folk customs were simple, and
      children’s playtime involved throwing flat stones on the water and
      enduring the bone-chilling stream to touch a few blunt crabs and
      shrimp. The most luxurious thing was to use homemade high-legged
      wooden clogs to play in the stream. Watching A’Mei and A’Liang
      playing on the shore, Yu Cai Ling took a few steps back and looked
      around. She saw a large boulder that had been dried by the sun and
      sat down. Fu Deng followed quietly to the side, not saying a
      word.

      Yu Cai Ling glanced at him. Out of all of Zhu’s children, Fu
      Deng was the most like her; he was quiet and it was extremely
      difficult for her to get information about her own situation. A’Mei
      and A’Liang were too young to answer questions, while the governors
      were all saw-mouthed gourds. If she asked too many questions, she
      was afraid it would attract Zhu’s attention.

      Yu Cai Ling found out just a few days after coming here that
      this was a very superstitious society.

      When she recovered from her illness, Zhu invited monks to
      sing and dance to reward the gods. In the courtyard, a new stove
      was built and Zhu killed another lamb and offered several plates of
      fruit to the Kitchen God. Even when it snowed heavily the day
      before yesterday, Zhu solemnly offered two jars of winter wine. Yu
      Cai Ling didn’t know whether it was for the snow to stop quickly or
      for it to fall even harder. Yesterday, the sun shone brightly and
      the snow on the ground gradually melted away, making it easier to
      collect mushrooms and wild vegetables. Zhu happily killed a pair of
      live chickens and ducks. Yu Cai Ling didn’t dare ask questions.

      The most pitiful thing to Yu Cai Ling was she didn’t know the
      name of this body yet.

      A’Mei yelled and laughed in front of them as a boy bullied
      A’Liang. A’Mei picked up a frozen piece of ice from the grass and
      stuffed it in the back of the boy’s shirt to vent for her brother.
      The boy jumped and screamed like a shrimp, and the children
      laughed.

      Yu Cai Ling smiled. She was very grateful to Zhu and her
      family.

      Although she was groggy more than ten days ago, she could feel
      that the surrounding environment was not good. Under her was a hard
      wooden board and thin cotton wool. The surrounding rooms were cold
      and humid, and the air was filled with an unpleasant smell. After
      arriving, Zhu changed all her clothes and bedding into warm and
      thick materials. She and some rural women worked hard to move a
      large stove to warm the whole house. After cleaning it several
      times, Zhu took some lit mugwort and smoked the room inch by inch
      and examined it carefully, afraid that there were still small
      insects and ants left. Afterwards, she built a stove and piled
      firewood, and cooked daily to nourish Yu Cai Ling. In this way, her
      illness only improved every day, but she was still tired and
      thin.

      Unfortunately, it wasn’t so easy to recover from such a
      life-threatening illness, especially in a time when the level of
      medical care was low. Even today, Yu Cai Ling was in such a good
      mood, but she still felt weak and could not walk too fast or for
      too long. To make her happy, Zhu found a bull cart and asked two
      guards to take her and A’Mei for walks in the country side.

      People have to live first to think about how to live well. Yu
      Cai Ling was here and she couldn’t do anything about it. She was a
      selfish and practical person by nature, and couldn’t afford to be
      sentimental. She had to survive.

      …

      Thank you for reading the first chapter! I know there is one
      other translated version of this that has the first few chapters
      released as well. I apologize if there are some similarities, it’s
      hard to write this accurately without blatantly plagiarizing their
      version.
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      ChapterTwo

      Chapter Two:

      Continued Reasoning About One’s Own Situation

      While Yu Cai Ling was out with the children, Zhu and Fu Yi were
      discussing her.

      “The Young Mistress is much more energetic today. When I first
      saw her in such a state, it nearly scared me to death.” After
      washing, Fu Yi rested in the warm bedroom and asked his wife to
      comb his hair.

      Zhu paused for a moment and pursed her lips. “She was already so
      much better when you arrived. The Young Mistress almost lost her
      life that day. It was also my negligence. I was a few days late and
      I thought A’Yue…” When she mentioned the name, her face
      darkened.

      “People are fickle. It’s been ten years,” Fu Yi looked at his
      wife. “Young Mistress just turned three when the General and Madam
      left. I remember the General riding off on his horse, he kept
      looking back and his eyes were red from crying. Don’t mention
      A’Yue. Her first husband died under the General’s command and her
      new husband has connections to the Ge family. How can she be fully
      devoted to Madam?”

      Zhu slapped the comb onto the desk and raised her voice. “A
      sword has no eyes. Following adults to earn a future is not a
      certain thing. Madam has always been generous to the widows and
      children of soldiers and never stops them from remarrying! That
      time it was rumored you had died in Nanding City I made the
      children wear mourning clothes and had to find another to marry,
      did I delay the duty Madam gave me? Afraid of death – ha! If you’re
      afraid of death you should have your man stay in the village like
      A’Xiao did. Although there is no future, at least one’s family is
      safe. There is no such thing as having a bright future and peace at
      the same time!”

      Fu Yi’s lips twitched, but in fact, after the Battle of Nanding
      City, he had quickly sent someone home to report the situation. It
      hadn’t taken more than a few months and he really wanted to comment
      on his wife’s plan to remarry. Wouldn’t it have been more
      appropriate to consider remarriage after a year?

      Fu Yi changed the topic. “Don’t be angry. By the way, I have
      heard a number of times since I came back that as the Young
      Mistress gets older, she becomes more mischievous, has a violent
      temper, is prone to beating and scolding maidservants and acts
      unbearably. But now I see that the Young Mistress is a very good
      child, plus the children like her very much.”

      Zhu snorted, picking up the comb to continue to brush her
      husband’s hair. “I’ve never been to the main house so I don’t know
      how she was there. I just thought it was those despicable women who
      taught her poorly. She’s still very young. When Madam comes back,
      she can instruct her. The Young Mistress is a good child and has
      been very kind since she woke up. I was afraid she would be
      depressed and asked A’Mei to take her outside to play. She was in
      such good spirits after coming back from seeing off the Qiu
      family’s Eldest Daughter to be married.”

      Fu Yi nodded in satisfaction, paused and then asked, “Did Old
      Man Qiu marry his daughter again?” Every time he returned, he
      seemed to hear that the old man had married off his daughter. “How
      many daughters does he have?”

      “I told you it was the Eldest Daughter, who are you listening
      to? The Qiu family has two sons and one daughter, who is the
      oldest. When you came back last time she had remarried and this
      time it was her third marriage.”

      Fu Yi shook his head. “Old Man Qiu is too lenient with his
      daughter. It’s okay for a widow to remarry, but her husband was a
      good man. She always breaks up the marriage and marries another
      because she likes another man. Neighbors will gossip.”

      “Her new husband is indeed born well and has a gentle
      temperament,” Zhu smiled.

      Fu Yi glanced at his wife and calmly looked back. Fu Yi
      immediately softened; he comforted himself and followed the
      Master’s house as a servant. Compared to the General, his class of
      husband was more vibrant. That day, the wife was watching jugglers
      at General Wan’s mansion, and praised a strong and beautiful
      performer. Not only did the Qiu General not dare to refute, he also
      served wine to join in the fun and said, “My wife has a good idea.
      Although that person isn’t as good as me, he’s the most handsome
      among the performers.” General Wan sprayed the wine directly out of
      his nose, not knowing whether if he was scared or angry.

      [Fu Yi is basically priding himself in being a good husband and
      happy that Zhu is obedient.]

      Fu Yi looked at the small wooden letter on the table – it was
      brought back by him at posthaste – and asked his wife, “What did
      Madam say?” He couldn’t read.

      Zhu glanced at the letter and slowly said, “Everything is ready.
      Just waiting for the Madam to come back.”

      Fu Yi nodded. “When?”

      “In a few days from now.”

      —–

      Playing until the middle of the day, the children by the stream
      gradually dispersed and went home. A rural boy who came to pick up
      his siblings stole a look at Yu Cai Ling for a long time, blushed,
      and handed three fat headed and brainy fish to A’Mei, then ran away
      in panic. A’Mei happily called to Yu Cai Ling, “Young Mistress,
      someone has taken a liking to me.”

      Yu Cai Ling clenched her teeth and turned to look at Fu Deng.
      “A’Deng, haven’t you found a good mirror grinder yet? I can’t see
      anything clearly with the bronze mirror in my room.” She really
      wanted to see what this body looked like and figured it would be a
      good thing for A’Mei as well. The rural boy continued to steal
      glances in their direction several times, and there was only
      herself and Fu Deng next to the big boulder. Unless the boy wanted
      to see Fu Deng… eh, probably not.

      Fu Deng smiled and said, “The New Year is coming, and all the
      craftsmen who want to visit have gone home.” He then said to his
      younger sister, “What nonsense are you talking about? That fish is
      for the Young Mistress.” He had also noticed that the young man was
      stealing glances.

      Yu Cai Ling had nothing to say and walked sullenly down the
      country road. In this barren, ancient time, it was difficult to get
      anything. The bronze mirror and reflections from the stream water
      were no help and distorted her features. She couldn’t see the size
      of her eyes and mouth. The only thing she knew was that her skin
      was fair. She didn’t know if the boy who had given her the fish had
      peculiar tastes when it came to beauty.

      For example, her father, who liked her educated and intelligent
      mother when he was young, married her despite their difference in
      intelligence. After his business began to take off, her father
      began to like the pretty and dumb types. After years of debauchery,
      her father was nearly bankrupted by his business partner. After,
      her father became enlightened and married a widow who was a hard
      worker. She had no culture but was determined, and both husband and
      wife thrived together.

      Although Yu Cai Ling hated her old man, she was well aware that
      she inherited his quick brain. Since she came here, she never
      stopped planning for herself. Holding the fat fish, she looked left
      and right and sighed. She really wished she could be born to look
      better. Modern women could still rely on studying and working if
      they were ugly, but there were few ways in ancient times.
      Could she study martial arts diligently to become a female
      mountain ruler? However, she did consider herself to be lucky, she
      could be dressed to serve as a maidservant or concubine.

      Yu Cai Ling wrinkled her brow; she had become increasingly fond
      of recalling the events of her past life. Why dress up as a woman?
      She could dress up to be a man and become an official or a merchant
      or a farmer She didn’t mind being gay. There had to be many poor
      and difficult handsome men in this world waiting for her to save
      them.

      The cold wind was refreshing. After returning home, Yu Cai Ling
      handed the fish over to Zhu and smiled, “There’s plenty of catfish
      oil from the past few days. Fry the fish head until it’s scorched,
      and bring those fresh mushrooms to make fish soup. A’Mei’s father
      and brother came from afar, and the soup is the most nourishing.”
      At this time, even though they weren’t able to make a perfect iron
      pot, and stir fry was not possible, it was still possible to fry in
      oil and water.

      As soon as these words were spoken, Fu Yi and Fu Deng remained
      silent, A’Mei and A’Liang cheered. A’Mei clapped her hands and
      said, “That fish soup is the best to drink, and there are fish
      tails. Let’s eat it with ginger pepper and soy sauce as usual.”

      Zhu smiled. People often cooked by steaming, boiling, grilling,
      and dry frying. Unexpectedly, a few days ago, the Young Mistress
      had followed A’Mei to see the villagers slaughter pigs and brought
      back a bowl of fat from the belly of the pig. She asked Zhu to boil
      the fat in a hot iron pot. The aroma of the meat and oil was
      overwhelming, and attracted neighbors from several miles away.
      There were so many ways to cook with this oil and all of it was
      delicious.

      She had asked the Young Mistress where she had come up with the
      method, A’Mei rushed to say, “When killing the pig and dividing the
      meat, a piece of fat happened to fall onto the edge of a nearby
      brazier, with the iron basin pressed against the fat, and the oil
      seeped out with a fragrant aroma. That is when the young mistress
      came up with it.” This was all told to her later, as she was busy
      playing with other children when this happened.

      “I already used those up, but I killed a few chickens yesterday.
      I boiled some of the chicken fat from the belly fat and it tasted
      very good,” Zhu said with a smile. Actually, this method wasn’t
      completely unknown to her. There were some people who caught
      dripping grease to cook with. She didn’t expect frying the fish in
      the oil to be so delicious and there was no fishy smell. The method
      was easy to do but cost too much firewood and meat that it could
      really only be used by wealthy families.

      Thinking of this, Zhu increasingly felt that the Young Mistress
      was exceptionally intelligent. In the future, she would be a great
      bride to marry off. Those unpleasant rumors outside must have been
      fabricated by those despicable women to discredit the Madam’s
      reputation.

      Zhu was a naturally shrewd woman. If it weren’t for her loyalty
      and wishful thinking, she would have noticed that something was
      wrong with Yu Cai Ling a long time ago.

      Yu Cai Ling was taken aback when she heard this. She didn’t
      think that the people of ancient times were stupid. In fact, apart
      from modern insights, she was no better than them. She only taught
      Zhu how to boil oil once, and she immediately learned to boil
      butter, chicken oil, duck oil, and even experimented with adding
      ginger slices, pepper, cornel, and other seasoning to make sesame
      oil and spicy oil, which was easy to preserve. If it weren’t for
      such a clever woman, Yu Cai Ling would have questioned A’Mei about
      her body’s age, dynasty, and physical parents who had eight
      generations of ancestors.

      “I just steamed the rice, poured it with soy sauce and meat
      soup, and served it with fish soup. Young mistress, please have
      some more.” Zhu looked at Yu Cai Ling’s eyes, which were so kind
      that they could almost melt into water.

      Meals usually consisted of mixed rice or rice and vegetables
      cooked together, with meat or vegetable stew poured over it.
      Wealthier families paired it was grilled fish or side dishes. Yu
      Cai Ling already liked Zhu’s cooking, so she put on a slightly shy
      expression, lowered her head and went to wash up for dinner.

      The lunch was indeed sweet and delicious, with a rich and tangy
      sauce and meat soup mixed with rice. The mushroom and fish soup was
      both refreshing and delicious. Not just the children, but even Fu
      Yi and Fu Deng had big appetites. Originally, people only had two
      meals a day but as Yu Cai Ling was recovering from a serious
      illness, Zhu couldn’t help but feed her five meals a day.
      Naturally, A’Mei and A’Liang benefited from this as well.

      After dinner, holding a sweet orange and roasting by a warm
      stove, listening to A’Mei’s chatter about local gossip, Lu Cai Ling
      thought that these days weren’t so bad, and she might as well
      continue to endure this punishment.

      Unexpectedly, Zhu suddenly said, “Tomorrow there will be someone
      from the main house to bring the Young Mistress back.” These words
      poured cold water over Yu Cai Ling’s head, and she was stunned for
      a while, and didn’t know where to start.

      The difference between being reserved and outspoken is that if
      Yu Cai Ling cried and said, “I miss my father and mother!”, an
      outspoken person would take advantage of the situation and tell Yu
      Cai Ling everything about her father and mother from how they met
      each other, got married, gave birth, to how they left their
      daughter. However, a reserved person, such as Zhu, either would
      silently lower her head and say nothing, or sigh deeply and say, “I
      know.”

      If Yu Cai Ling pretended to be a child and asked, “Zhu, do you
      know what kind of people my parents are?” Zhu would reply in a
      regular manner, “How dare we, as servants, speak more about our
      Master’s affairs” and say no more. At this point, Yu Cai Ling
      wasn’t even sure if the parents of this body were still alive.

      Similar insinuations had been tried by Yu Cai Ling several times
      during these past days. She didn’t dare ask directly; who was in
      power at the main house? Who was in charge of her daily life? What
      were her parents’ situation? Smart people would know that something
      was wrong when they heard those questions, not to mention a person
      as intuitive as Zhu.

      Seeing Yu Cai Ling’s lost face, Zhu couldn’t bear it. She wanted
      to tell her something, but remembered that her Madam had instructed
      her not to say much. She whispered, “Don’t be afraid, Young
      Mistress. Let’s calm down and you can do whatever you want this
      evening.”

      Yu Cai Ling looked at Zhu and knew she had to ask directly, but
      her expression remained pitiful. She asked with a sigh, “Zhu, did I
      really make such a big mistake?” She couldn’t help but praise
      herself for asking in a way that wouldn’t raise suspicion.

      “What’s wrong with the Young Mistress?” Zhu asked in
      indignation. “You didn’t kill anyone or set fire, nor did you steal
      or take something forcibly.”

      It was better if it wasn’t a criminal case. What could civil
      litigation do to punish minors? Yu Cai Ling breathed a sigh of
      relief and asked, “So…why am I being punished so harshly?”

      “Those are not good people! To bully the Young Mistress…” Zhu
      angrily said, braking hard and exhaling. “Don’t worry, Young
      Mistress. They dare not be presumptuous to you.”

      Could it be that the parents of this body were really dead? Yu
      Cai Ling was puzzled. She could understand what Zhu was trying to
      say but held back. After thinking for a long time, she had to
      whisper, “I’m afraid I will die if I go back.”

      Thinking of the girl who nearly died from illness ten days ago,
      Zhu sighed and took Yu Cai Ling’s hands, saying, “This servant
      swears on her life that no one will dare harm Young Mistress.” Zhu
      couldn’t help be let out a hint.

      Yu Cai Ling felt a strange sensation in her heart.

      That afternoon, the entire Zhu family was clanging and bustling
      outside for a long time. That night, she had a full sleep and woke
      up the next day to find the entire courtyard was different again.
      All of the warm and caring daily necessities were gone, and the
      bottles, jars, sauces, and salt on the stove were mostly missing.
      The entire courtyard looked cold and quiet. What was especially
      important was Fu Yi and his son had left before dawn.

      Who knew the people coming from the main house were so slow. It
      wasn’t until Yu Cai Ling had just fallen asleep in the afternoon
      that she heard the two carriages coming late. She despised them in
      her heart: it was only a half a day’s journey from the house to
      here. If you set off before dawn, you should arrive before noon. It
      was evident that the despicable woman’s servants had become lazy
      and not set off until the sun rose.

      Yu Cai Ling was pulled into the cart. She had intended to ask a
      few more questions, but unfortunately, there wasn’t an opportunity
      to do so away from prying eyes. A’Mei and A’Liang were particularly
      reluctant to part with her.

      The interior of the carriage was piled with brocade and
      embroidery, and there was no shortage of smoked stove bedding.
      Unfortunately, ancient carriages did not have shockproof equipment.
      After two sticks of incense, Yu Cai Ling was completely awake. From
      the moment she got on the carriage, she couldn’t help but listen to
      a chattering and sharp female voice – in fact, she had been talking
      about how she lacked the demeanor of a lady, how she was rebellious
      and difficult to discipline, and how her Madam worked hard to
      cultivate her.

      Yu Cai Ling looked up at the skinny woman and narrowed her eyes.
      She had just heard Zhu call her Supervisor Li. She didn’t like this
      woman very much and, by the way Supervisor Li was looking at her,
      she didn’t like her much either.

      Supervisor Li was dressed in dark blue robe, with a crimson
      brocade belt wrapped around her waist, and a lot of gold and silver
      on her head. Unlike Zhu, who only had a round bun at the back of
      her neck, her hair was wrapped in three large buns, with two of
      them hanging in a crescent-like shape at her temples. The
      triangular bun on top of her head towered high, and three thick
      golden hairpins were stuffed in, like three incense sticks. Her
      makeup was heavily applied to her face. Yu Cai Ling once again
      wondered about beauty standards in this era and worried about her
      appearance.

      “Did Fourth Young Lady hear what I said just now?” Supervisor
      Li’s voice became even sharper.

      Yu Cai Ling was also unhappy. She was not a kind-hearted person.
      After her parents divorced when she was young, she originally
      wanted to be Sister 13 in Young and Dangerous.* Who knew
      she made the mistake of going to college and becoming a good
      citizen?

      [Young and Dangerous is a movie about triads.]

      “I didn’t hear you clearly,” she calmly straightened her wide
      sleeves.

      Supervisor Li was filled with anger. She had thought that Yu Cai
      Ling would be honest after suffering for so many days in the
      country and didn’t expect her to be so difficult. She had to
      suppress her anger and said urgently, “I said, Madam is lenient and
      has forgiven the mistakes of Fourth Young Lady. This time, when
      Fourth Young Lady returns, she must obediently listen to Madam’s
      words.”

      Yu Cai Ling narrowed her eyes; she was a very reasonable person.
      Whoever was good to her, she would be as obedient as possible to.
      If anyone was rude to her, she wouldn’t be polite. She didn’t come
      to this terrible place just to swallow her anger. If she was
      killed, she would just be reincarnated again!

      “So many madams, which one?” Screw you and your father’s
      eighteen generations of ancestors! Why not just call him
      Mama-san?

      [Here Yu Cai Ling is basically saying ‘go fuck your father.’
      Mama-san is a derogative towards brothel owners (and also slights
      the Japanese). Not 100% sure but what I think she is saying is
      ‘fuck your father and call him a whore.’ Either way, potty mouth!
      Thanks to sunshinesarah for also clearing this up in her own
      chapter!]

      “Madam is your Aunt!” Supervisor Li raised her voice, “You don’t
      even know who your Aunt is!”

      “Of course, I know.” Yu Cai Ling smiled coldly. “Uncle’s old
      Mother!”

      “You, you…” Supervisor Li nearly fainted in anger and pointed
      her finger at Yu Cai Ling, trembling uncontrollably. “Do you know
      what filial piety is? What gentleness and respect is?! If you are
      so rude, do you still want to be punished?”

      She found it quite strange. This girl was someone she had
      underestimated since she was a child. She bullied the weak yet
      feared the strong, was domineering towards servants, but became
      soft when someone more powerful came along. Over the years, every
      time her Madam punished her severely, she would come back more
      obedient if Supervisor Li comforted her.

      “I was seriously ill and almost died,” Yu Cai Ling said, raising
      her eyebrows. “I’ve accepted that this is my nature and how I
      behave. Don’t even think about making things difficult for me! If
      you have any sense, don’t come near me, otherwise I’ll get off now
      and never come back.”

      The past ten days had not been in vain. She had gone out every
      day to see rural customs and listened to the stories of women and
      children. The lower class seemed to imitate the upper class, so the
      social norms weren’t too polarizing. This area was where the
      private estates of several wealthy families met and just in the
      past few days, Yu Cai Ling had heard of three divorces and four
      remarriages from different households. There was also a case of
      newlyweds fighting each other. She felt that local customs were
      rough and bold, and the etiquette and laws far less strict than
      what she thought ancient times would be.

      Supervisor Li saw that the girl was fierce and aggressive, so
      she quickly pulled out the elder card and loudly said, “Your
      parents don’t care about you anymore. Your Aunt has been raising
      you for ten years, day and night. Look how shameless you are!”

      Upon hearing this, Yu Cai Ling’s first reaction was that the
      parents of this body weren’t dead, and her second reaction was,
      ‘Did this body also have to deal with her parents divorcing at a
      young age?’

      Yu Cai Ling’s parents were the first couple to divorce in her
      town after the reform. Although there were many divorces later, the
      discussion among the people in the town was unprecedented at the
      time, causing Yu Cai Ling, who was still in kindergarten, to be
      criticized every day. She did not feel inferior and timid under the
      pressure of public opinion, but instead adopted a wonderful
      devil-may-care mindset, and developed a thick skin and hard
      heart.

      Yu Cai Ling pulled out the hairpin in her hair, opened the small
      cover of her hand warmer, rolled up her sleeves and slammed her
      hand on the desk. Channeling her inner tomboy, she said fiercely,
      “Don’t think I won’t throw this in your face, you bitch!”

      …
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      Chapter Three:

      The “Good” Aunt and Further Reasoning

      Supervisor Li looked at the flickering charcoal and was
      speechless. This was the vulgar and tyrannical Fourth Young Lady
      she was familiar with. She used to get angry and scold the
      maidservants in the same way but never dared to do this to her. Had
      she become this bold just from suffering a serious illness?

      Yu Cai Ling stared her down, sneered, and put the hand warmer
      cover back on. She replaced her hairpin and said coldly, “If you
      dare say one more rude thing to me, I will jump out of this
      carriage, dead or alive. I will never go back with you.” If she
      hadn’t been so aggressive, this little girl who lived with her
      widowed grandmother, had no father or mother, would have been
      bullied to death by the people in her town. It didn’t matter who
      her uncle was.

      “You, you…!” Supervisor Li was stunned for a moment. It was
      common for the masters to scold their servants, but Fourth Young
      Lady was always trying to please her.

      Just as she was about to retort, Supervisor Li remembered the
      current situation and snapped her mouth shut.

      When Supervisor Li heard that a ‘serious illness almost killed
      her,’ she felt guilty. This was initially her fault, and her Madam
      didn’t ask to take the Fourth Young Lady’s life. Her Madam planned
      to spend several months slowly grooming the girl; first she had to
      suffer some hardships and then spend several months to slowly and
      tenderly caress her so that the Fourth Young Lady would be
      completely submissive by the time her parents came back. Who knew
      that they would be so cunning? The letter said it would take months
      for her parents to return but yesterday, she was suddenly brought a
      message stating that they would return in just a few days. This
      caught everyone off guard. How could this be? Supervisor Li was
      dumbfounded.

      Looking at Yu Cai Ling’s stubborn face, Supervisor Li could only
      hold her breath and think to herself that the Madam would take care
      of her as soon as they were back.

      Yu Cai Ling left her alone and found a pillow to rest on. She
      remembered a story she had heard in the village that day: it was
      said that someone had been harmed by a powerful man in the previous
      dynasty, and the enemy knew that the wealthy man had no children or
      nephews under his belt. The daughter had already married and had
      children so he secretly rejoiced. Who knew that the married woman
      would take the knife to seek revenge, and eventually killed her
      enemy in the capital pavilion. Then she went to the elders to
      confess her guilt and lay by the law. As a result, the governor of
      the area submitted a memorial to the court praising the woman’s
      heroic behavior. They had not only pardoned her but also carved
      stones and erected a monument to showcase to the world.

      This was very different from her impression of ancient
      times.

      In her impression, the feudal etiquette regulations were for
      women to give a spoonful to a pot, a dustpan to a basket, ranging
      from women’s morality and appearance, to walking a few centimeters
      and saying a word that could lift their head several inches high.
      They were all like international weights and measures. There were
      clear and strict regulations, and women were controlled and
      lifeless, like wooden people.

      Here, people’s thoughts and minds seemed to be so lively and
      natural, with a sense of both this and that; the world was vast and
      there was nothing wrong with it. Although the family’s daughter was
      praised for being quiet and virtuous, she was also praised for her
      bravery and daring.

      Like the Qiu family, although Aunt Qiu married again and again,
      due to her brave and resolute nature, whether it was during the war
      between her two brothers or after returning home with disabilities,
      she often led the gang to fight and scold her parents and family
      when bullied. No wonder the old man loved his daughter, and all the
      children were convinced of this powerful girl. Apart from making
      vulgar remarks and laughing at weddings, the locals had not heard
      such as ‘a good horse doesn’t deserve a second saddle.’

      The conclusion to this was that although women were to be gentle
      and kind, they were easy to get married, but not as bold and fierce
      as in later generations.

      —-

      As if to confirm the truth of Yu Cai Ling’s recent illness,
      halfway through the journey, she developed a low fever. She then
      vomited all of her lunch and continued until just bile came out.
      Supervisor Li was afraid in her heart and urged the driver to
      hurry. By the time they reached the house, the fever turned into a
      high grade one, and she developed a splitting headache and drowsy
      state. She couldn’t see what the house looked like, just knew that
      the carriage had driven all the way into the courtyard.

      Supervisor Li was eager to get rid of this burden. When she saw
      the entrance, she didn’t show any signs of impatience and let the
      servant help her. She jumped out of the carriage on her own and
      hurriedly helped Yu Cai Ling out of the carriage and to the house.
      Fortunately, the girl was so small that walking with her on her
      back was effortless.

      Yu Cai Ling’s cheeks burned red and she sneered in her heart:
      every time she went out in the countryside, Zhu made her wait for
      the morning cold to subside before going out, and she had to make
      sure she was warmly dressed. But these people just pulled a sick
      child, who was only dressed in normal clothes, out of the warm
      carriage and were so in a hurry to hand her over. If she was to say
      how much the so-called aunt doted on the owner of this body, she
      would never believe it. She vowed that, once given the chance in
      the future, she would make each of these wretched people pay!

      It was easy to get to the door of the house. A dozen or so women
      dressed in expensive attire stood on the steps. Yu Cai Ling’s eyes
      were blurry and she was unable to focus. She figured the one
      clustered in the middle of the women, dressed in purple brocade and
      wrapped in fur with a big white face, was her ‘good aunt.’ At the
      sight of this ‘good aunt,’ Yu Cai Ling wanted to laugh. If
      Supervisor Li was as thin as a chopstick, this ‘good aunt’ would be
      its pair, and both master and servant could stand together and pick
      up vegetables.

      Madam Ge saw the scene in front of her and asked what was going
      on. Supervisor Li hurriedly replied, “Madam, this is trouble. The
      Fourth Young Lady is very sick. I rushed here, tired and anxious
      all the way, afraid that I would miss your task for me!”

      Madam Ge glanced at Yu Cai Ling, who had been nurtured by Zhu
      these days and flushed with fever. She put on airs and slowly
      refused. “Don’t pretend. Children do not have so many illnesses.”
      Everyone in the courtyard thought to themselves, ‘The more you say
      this, the more likely children are to get sick.’

      At this time, a rough hand touched Yu Cai Ling’s forehead, and
      an old voice said, “It’s not good, she’s burning badly. Madam, this
      is going to create trouble.” Then she raised her voice and said,
      “Someone, hurry and hire a physician! Ask for that Zhang one in the
      south of the city, please!”

      “Nanny.” Madam Ge seemed dissatisfied with the old lady, and
      then stretched her hand out to touch Yu Cai Ling’s forehead. The
      heat coiled around her fingers and she immediately exclaimed, “Oh,
      it’s so hot. Hurry up and hire someone!”

      Yu Cai Ling used the last of her strength to lift her eyes and
      saw an old woman with gray hair standing next to Madam Ge, then
      everything went black and she went unconscious.

      The next step was the familiar process of pouring medicinal
      soup. Yu Cai Ling didn’t know how long she had slept and took
      countless drugs in a daze, feeling that the treatment this time was
      excellent. The bedding under her body was softer and more fragrant
      than it was in the countryside, and the warmth of the room was more
      evenly ventilated. There were many hands helping to undress and
      clean her but, unfortunately, their movements were not as gentle as
      those of Zhu.

      With little strength, Yu Cai Ling was lifted up to take
      medicine. The taste was bitter and it smelled disgusting. She was
      so close to recovering from her illness and it was all thanks to
      those stupid women that she fell sick again and had to take
      medicine. In a fit of anger and resentment, she used her arm to
      knock the bowls off the table. They fell to the ground with a loud
      sound and the brown medicinal soup spread all over the floor. Madam
      Ge jumped to her feet in anger and wanted to scold Yu Cai Ling. She
      held back, knowing that she had to get better as soon as
      possible.

      “…Madam, why do you torment the child? It’s Madam Xiao you don’t
      like,” the old lady said.

      Madam Ge hated her and said, “I just can’t stand her! Even if
      she’s a second married woman, she dares to put on airs in front of
      me! My Ge family is richer and cleaner than her, why should I
      tolerate her!”

      The old lady sighed and said, “The Xiao family used to be so
      illustrious. Who knew that when the world was in chaos, the family
      was broken and left to be a migrant or a thief. At that time, she
      was a worthy heroine in our town, and the Cheng family was far
      inferior. Why do you have to fight against the First Madam? There
      are no grievances or hatred.”

      Yu Cai Ling was about to fall asleep but upon hearing this, she
      suddenly was wide awake. Amitabha, she knew that people in
      the world would not always be as shrewd and tight-lipped as Zhu,
      and there would always be a big mouth to tell the story of the
      past. She pretended to be asleep, her ears pricked and listening
      carefully. Even the fever seemed to have improved a bit.

      “No grievances or hatred?” Madam Ge unconsciously raised her
      voice and was immediately hushed by the old lady. She lowered her
      voice and said, “I was supposed to marry Eldest Brother-in-law, to
      have the higher status!”

      “That is beside the point. I saw you grow up. When did you fall
      in love with the Cheng family? When Madam Xiao was married the
      first time, Master was already wooing her. Everyone in the village
      knew it. Later when Madam Xiao had the falling out with her first
      husband’s family, Master stood by her side even before the marriage
      was annulled. To put it bluntly, if it was our Ge family who
      proposed marriage to Master, it would have been rejected.”

      Madam Ge became even more angry and said, “It’s all my parents’
      fault for marrying me to the Cheng family.”

      Yu Cai Ling was quickly able to deduce: her family’s surname was
      Cheng, and the number of brothers was at least two. The eldest was
      the biological father of this body and seemed to be doing quite
      well for himself.

      It sounded as if the old lady was patting Madam Ge’s shoulder.
      “You’re talking nonsense again. No one knows how the Xiao family
      was defeated, and it was only one county away. Isn’t it that Eldest
      Madam’s father and brothers all died at the hands of strong people?
      At the time, the Xiao family was not only wealthy, but Madam Xiao’s
      great-grandfather was the third elder in the town. In order to
      resist the bandits looting the town, she led the family out and
      injured a lot of thieves. Who knew the thief had a grudge and only
      pretended to retreat? When everyone was relaxing their guard, they
      took advantage to sneak in and kill all the members of the Xiao
      family. Thankfully the thieves didn’t know that big families were
      accustomed to building cellars, so Madam Xiao hid a few women and
      children there. It’s a pity that all the men died and the property
      is gone.”

      The old woman took a sip of water and continued. “It’s a mess
      that men could recruit a few bandits and dominate the country.
      Whoever is wealthy is killed and robbed, and the women suffer even
      worse fates. Our Ge family is so big and rich – it’s dangerous.
      Although the Cheng family was poor, Master had a reputation in the
      countryside. He has his own skills and even leads a group of men
      who can fight and kill. At that time, Old Master Ge felt that it
      was better to not be a second Xiao family. During that time, Master
      had just requested to marry Eldest Madam, and the Third Son was
      still too young. If you didn’t marry your husband, who else could
      you marry?”

      “You say this and that, but persuade me to bow down to her!”
      Madam Ge seemed angry. “Don’t you think about it? I married into
      the family around the same time as her. In money, talent, or looks
      I am superior in every way. But what kind of life am I living? I
      subsidize the Cheng family with dowry money, and she subsidizes her
      family with Cheng family money! She struts around every day, of
      course I am angry!”

      “Let me ask Madam, has your dowry been the same over the
      years?”

      Madam Ge was speechless.

      The old lady took advantage of the silence and said, “When you
      first got married, Madam did indeed use her dowry to subsidize our
      family, but it wasn’t long before Master rose to power. Every time
      we fought a war, boxes of money and cloth were sent home. Your
      dowry has already been replenished and even exceeds what it was to
      begin with. It’s no big deal for Madam Xiao to take some of that
      money to cover her family’s expenses.”

      Madam Ge sneered. “My parents* are here and I don’t own private
      property. The family hasn’t been separated yet, and Elder Brother’s
      money should be managed by the parents. All three brothers and all
      three households should have a share!”

      [The women who marry into the family call their in-laws
      Mother/Father, etc. It’s a bit confusing so I’m trying to keep it
      coherent.]

      The old lady sighed again and said, “That’s right. But the money
      was brought by Master Cheng and Madam Xiao has always been by his
      side. The money always passes through her first. It’s messy
      outside, and there are wars everywhere. Who cares about these
      rules? Even now, when we go out of the states and counties that our
      emperor controls, there’s still chaos outside.”

      The room was quiet for a while. Yu Cai Ling waited for them to
      continue, thinking to herself that there was still a war outside at
      the moment, and she didn’t know what the situation was like. She
      urged them to keep talking.

      “So, Madam intends to take the life of Fourth Young Lady? Are
      you trying to make trouble with Madam Xiao?” the old woman
      asked.

      Madam Ge sneered. “I originally wanted to leave that bitch, but
      who knew she was so cruel. She would rather leave her child and
      follow her husband! Elder Brother helped her, and she was skilled
      in her tactics. She invited a powerful shaman to prophesize, and
      she took all her sons with her in a daze, leaving only such a
      daughter. That’s right, I wanted to teach the Fourth Young Lady
      badly, make her dull, but I didn’t want her life!”

      Upon hearing this, Yu Cai Ling sneered in her heart. It seemed
      that she didn’t have the favor of her parents. In her previous
      life, her parents divorced, but in this life, they didn’t divorce
      and still threw her away.

      When Yu Cai Ling’s mother was young, she was an intelligent
      woman who lived in a rural community. There were many local youths
      that wanted to marry her, some of them had stronger fists and
      stronger momentum. However, her mother only favored her father. She
      knew that living a good life was more important than face. Those
      people lead a group of brothers to yell and drink all day long, but
      didn’t have much food to store and or wool to use. Yu Cai Ling’s
      father was different. Shrewd and slippery, while his mother was
      warm and kind.

      Yu Cai Ling’s mother wasn’t satisfied with working as an
      accountant in a small town. After resuming the college entrance
      examination, she immediately began to review and persevered for
      several years to get into university. She was also assigned a
      promising position in a big city, and even encountered a childhood
      sweetheart who had been married in the early years and
      coincidentally just happened to get divorced. The next thing
      happened naturally. The only miscalculation was her mother giving
      birth to her.

      On this side, Yu Cai Ling’s thoughts were a bit distant. On the
      other, the more Madam Ge thought about it, the more wronged she
      felt and said in a resentful voice, “… Besides neglecting her
      upbringing, I can’t do anything else. Don’t you know that when we
      hear any news, the old woman next door will send a servant to see
      if I beat the Fourth Young Lady or punish her for not eating?”

      The old lady sighed, “Madam, listen to me. The Cheng family is
      no longer the Cheng family it used to be. However, our Ge family is
      still the same. The time is different, so don’t twist it. This time
      I came to see you at noon. In a few days, I will go to Qingzhou
      with my children and grandchildren. After the emperor took over
      there, he has finally cleared the bandits in recent years, and
      there is a lot of barren land available for cultivation. They’re
      posting notices for people to go, and the taxes are light, and the
      land has only been cultivated for a few years.”

      Madam Ge was startled. “So early?” she asked. “It’s just past
      the winter solstice. Why don’t you leave after the New Year?”
      Although she had known the old woman’s family was planning to buy
      an estate in Qingzhou, she still refused to part with her when it
      came to it.

      The old lady smiled and said, “Your elder brother* has been
      saving money for a small business in recent years. He is very happy
      and has found a shaman to divine. He said that when he migrates to
      a distant land to buy a house, he must invite his ancestors
      together to bless the whole family. Therefore, we plan to visit
      Qingzhou on New Year’s Day, so that the whole family can worship
      and bless the our future prosperity.”

      [*Not Ge’s actual brother. This is showing how close she is to
      this family and the old woman refers to her son as Ge’s
      brother.]

      Madam Ge remained silent for a moment and sobbed softly, “Nanny,
      although you have been living outside for more than two years, I
      can always see you when I want to see you. If you go to Qingzhou,
      what can I do? Didn’t I say that I wanted to find a future for your
      son?”

      The old lady smiled and said, “It’s great to go to Qingzhou. My
      nephews are also going with the whole family, and the large number
      of people are not afraid of being bullied. Besides…” she paused and
      said, “Madam, think about it. In recent years, our Ge family’s
      children have had a bright future, and they haven’t been able to
      enter Imperial Academy. Not to mention my husband.”

      “It’s all that Xiao bitch’s fault,” Madam Ge said resentfully.
      “Eldest Brother does everything she wants.”

      The old lady smiled and stopped talking.

      Although Yu Cai Ling was dizzy from fever, her head was not
      broken. She didn’t need this old woman to say that she could make
      up for it in her heart – this brainy aunt only knew how to use her
      brain in crooked ways. You keep talking down to Madam Xiao all day
      and still want her husband to help your mother’s family?!

      Yu Cai Ling realized that she would have been smarter than this
      woman by the age of ten. If you hit someone on the cheek and still
      want them to lick your fingers, then Madam Xiao is not one to be
      abused. Madam Ge needed to drink two bottles of toilet cleaner to
      calm down. The only one with a clear mind around her was about to
      run away, probably in despair of her low intelligence.

      “How is Madam preparing now? It seems that Fourth Young Lady’s
      illness won’t recover in the next few days,” the old lady
      asked.

      Madam Ge said, “Nanny, you have to help me think of something to
      say! Fourth Young Lady is not good and it was just some trivial
      mistakes. She quarreled and cursed with other young ladies, and
      even hit people at the garden party. It would be great if the
      Fourth Young Lady could make a big mistake. I was careless. I used
      to be young and didn’t cause a lot of trouble, but now I am old and
      haven’t arranged things properly. I thought it would take a few
      months for them to come back. That cunning Xiao said it would be
      months, but they’re returning in a few days!”

      The old woman sighed. “Let me think about it. How about this.
      Didn’t Second Young Lady come back the day before yesterday to cry
      about her husband’s mother’s bad behavior? You said that the young
      ladies were grown up now and will have husbands, so they need to be
      dignified and virtuous. However, Fourth Young Lady is still so
      ignorant and you decided to punish her well. It isn’t your fault
      that that Li Zhu woman neglected her duties…”

      “Nanny, that’s a good idea! Let’s do it that way. If that Xiao
      bitch nags at me, I’ll just tell her every absurd thing that Fourth
      Young Lady has done over the years. Let’s see if she thinks she
      needs to be punished.” Madam Ge was very pleased.

      Before they could finish speaking, there was a shout from
      outside. A young maid’s voice screamed, “Madam, it’s not good! The
      Master and his family are back! The driver is already at the gate!
      There are more than ten large carriages, and the Old Madam told us
      to go quickly.” Then there was a flustered sound of footsteps
      outside, coupled with a series of repeated calls.

      Upon hearing this, Madam Ge exclaimed in surprise, “Why so
      fast?” She paused. “That’s not right. Why hasn’t there been any
      movement at General Wan’s house next door? I’ve been keeping people
      there watching! Doesn’t Elder Brother always follow General Wan?”
      Her voice rose again and she shouted, “Come on, go and find my
      husband!”

      The old lady picked up Madam Ge and said urgently, “Madam you
      are confused. Don’t worry about how the Master is home right now.
      Let’s go out and welcome people first, don’t lose etiquette… No, no
      let’s go to Old Madam’s place first and go with her!”

      Madam Ge stamped her feet heavily and angrily said, “Look at the
      good marriage my father has found for me. What kind of Confucian
      classics does my husband study all day? Uncle Ji is many years
      younger than him and has a higher official rank. Mother pretends to
      be foolish and only cares about her own comfort.”

      The sound of speech gradually faded away, and Yu Cai Ling
      struggled to shift her arm to a sleeping position, touching her hot
      forehead. Her body was soft and tender, and she sweated profusely.
      She didn’t have much thought for the moment, only that sleeping was
      the best option, otherwise all the dichlorvos she had taken would
      have been for nothing.

      Those damned women with the last name Ge, who have no ability to
      confront their enemies head-on, come and seek the misfortune of
      their children. She deserved her husband’s lack of luck! Instead of
      taking out her anger, couldn’t she find a few lovers to occupy her
      time? She could find three handsome men, one to feed her grapes,
      one to massage her feet, and one to dance to keep her happy. Will
      finding trouble with her niece and sister-in-law make her
      complexion smooth and radiant? She must have come from eighteen
      generations of half-wits who never accumulated any good deeds!

      …
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      Chapter Four:

      The Fate of the Parents and the Final Reasoning

      When Yu Cai Ling fell asleep, she dreamed of the boy from next
      door who was handsome and tall as the tree in her grandmother’s
      back yard. She stood beside him and looked up in admiration.

      She had been obsessed with him since she was a child. Why was it
      that the combination uneducated men and educated women from rural
      communities allowed couples to have a loving relationship? Their
      ostentatious style was to follow the wife to read more books,
      donate a public library or set up a scholarship for elementary
      schools, rather than going to the prosperous customs industry like
      her father.

      When she was young, Yu Cai Ling often looked up at the wall
      while lying on her stomach to look at this happy family of three.
      She was envious and jealous. When she got older, she started to
      become obsessed with the son’s behavior, only for him to take his
      girlfriend home and smile at her saying, “This is my sister from
      the family next door.” The only thing more tragic than being
      put in the friend-zone was being put in the family-zone.

      In other words, in the drama club of the department back then,
      President Xian Yu secretly poked fun at her. If she hadn’t always
      thought about him as a child, Yu Cai Ling wouldn’t have died
      without experiencing a good love life. It really was a big
      loss.

      After indulging in the past for an unknown amount of time, Yu
      Cai Ling, who was semi-conscious, felt weak all over and unable to
      move. She felt someone help her sit up and fed her a mouthful of
      cool and spicy soup. After a few mouthfuls, Yu Cai Ling felt her
      head clear a bit and she tried to open her eyes. It was like trying
      to forcibly open a closed box and she was sure the creaking of
      hinges could be heard.

      “Wake up! Wake up!”

      Yu Cai Ling recognized the voice as the joyful and relieved
      voice of the ‘good aunt’ Madam Ge.

      “The attendants in the palace are really good, the medicine is
      working after just a few doses. Congratulations Mother, Brother,
      and Sister …”

      Before Madam Ge could continue, an elderly woman with a weird
      voice said, “Don’t get so worked up. Others will think we did
      something to their daughter. After ten years, we’ve endured all
      sorts of hardships to raise her and there’s a lot of hard work
      without merit. There is nothing wrong with the little doll, but
      after burning with fever for a few days she is a mess. If you are
      so worried, you should raise her yourself.”

      Yu Cai Ling opened her eyes and saw a dozen maids sitting on
      their knees in the room. She followed the voice and saw a plump and
      tall old woman surrounded by a group of her own maids sitting on a
      brightly painted sandalwood bed. She was wearing a dark purple
      straight necked robe, with many gold thread patterns faintly
      embroidered on top. Her waist was wide and loose, tied with a jade
      belt four or five fingers wide, and there was only a round bun on
      the back of her head and a long hairpin. Upon closer inspection,
      the hairpin was all gold, as thick as a firewood stick. She had a
      large red gold pendant strung around her earlobe, nearly drooping
      her ear. Under the candlelight, it looked particularly shiny.

      Yu Cai Ling felt angry looking at her and thought to herself,
      ‘Did you open a gold shop? Why don’t you insert two gold chopsticks
      into your nostrils to fill the elephant’s gold teeth?’*

      [Golden elephants can represent good luck and prosperity. Yu
      Cai Ling is making fun/pointing out how outrageous it is how much
      gold this old woman is wearing.]

      The old woman’s face was pulled long, her eyes disdainful, as if
      she was constantly dissatisfied. Sitting next to her were Madam Ge
      and a handful of servants, either holding lacquer trays or hand
      warmers, with a grand appearance. Only one of Madam Ge’s hands were
      empty, and she was anxiously looking to the side of Yu Cai
      Ling.

      Yu Cai Ling realized that a middle-aged man and woman were
      sitting next to her bed. The man was tall and burly and she unable
      to see his face clearly due to his large beard. He wore a red
      velvet robe inside and a dark purple robe outside, his right arm
      bare. A pair of dark gold and heavy iron wristbands were on both of
      his wrists. This was the outfit of a military general.

      The man had already removed his armor, but he exuded a powerful
      aura of fighting in a sea of blood. He was looking closely at Yu
      Cai Ling and his eyes showed concern. The woman kept her head bowed
      and didn’t say anything and was crying. Yu Cai Ling couldn’t see
      what she looked like but felt that she was graceful and tall, with
      a pleasing figure.

      Hearing the old woman’s words, the woman who had been kneeling
      and supporting the weeping woman suddenly straightened up. She was
      dressed in a dark blue dress, with delicate features, and although
      she was middle-aged, her voice was very clear. “What Old Madam said
      was really a joke, as if the Fourth Young Lady was kept at home
      because Master didn’t want to take care of her. I dare not presume,
      but I also know that the Fourth Young Lady was left to show filial
      piety to Old Madam. If it weren’t for the shaman’s divination,
      would Madam be willing to leave behind her three-year-old
      child?”

      Yu Cai Ling immediately understood who these people were and, as
      she quickly looked around, she realized that this was no longer the
      house where her ‘good aunt’ had placed her. The room was a bit
      small and the decorations were also very simple. It had a shiny
      wooden floor, but it was covered with thick fur carpets. The stove
      warmed the inside, and everyone wore thick socks.

      Several short square scales were placed on the ground, some
      resembling the footed chessboard in The Soul of Chess,*
      with plush leather cushions on top. Some people knelt and sat on
      them, which was about the purpose of a stool, but more people knelt
      directly on the shiny floor.

      [The Soul of Chess is a film about Go, which is like a Chinese
      version of chess.]

      “A’Qing, don’t talk nonsense.” The weeping Madam Xiao raised her
      head and said to Old Madam Cheng, “Forgive me Mother. A’Qing has
      such a temper, she feels sorry for the Fourth Young Lady.”

      However, Old Madam Cheng refused to give up and said angrily,
      “Lowly maid, don’t you dare make a mistake! Someone, the palm
      stick…”

      Before the words were finished, the general coldly interrupted,
      “What’s wrong with what A’Qing said? I left Niao Niao to fulfill
      filial piety, but now it’s being said that we as parents refused to
      raise her and, instead, I’m being seen as unfilial and am bothering
      Mother. Filial piety for Mother should be done, but it’s time to be
      straightforward.”

      “Shi’er, you…!” Old Madam Cheng couldn’t bear to hear the words
      ‘we as parents.’ She was both surprised and angry, and thought to
      herself that although her eldest son had always listened to his
      wife more than his mother, there were hardly any face-to-face
      retorts like this.

      Yu Cai Ling was dizzy but managed to pay attention to one key
      point, her name was Niao Niao. Obviously, it was a girl’s name, but
      Niao Niao? Could it be that there is something missing to make up
      for?

      [Here her father calls her 嫋嫋 but she refers to herself as 鸟鸟.
      嫋嫋 means delicate/graceful and 鸟鸟means bird. It’s can also be used
      as ‘to pay attention,’ or ‘damn/goddamn.’ I’m not 100% sure but I’m
      thinking the author is doing some fun word play that I’m just not
      getting. If anyone knows, please feel free to let me
      know!]

      A’Qing turned her head and saw Yu Cai Ling’s glazed expression.
      She said softly, “The Fourth Young Lady is in better spirits. You
      haven’t seen your father and mother in many years. Anyway, let’s
      give a bow first.” As she spoke, she gestured to the two maids next
      to Yu Cai Ling.

      Yu Cai Ling had seen Fu Deng greet Zhu and Fu Yi, but she didn’t
      know if there was anything unusual here, so she weakly raised her
      arms and made a crooked gesture. The two maids were very clever and
      immediately approached Yu Cai Ling, lightly supporting her arms and
      half kneeling on the bed. They pressed her right hand against her
      left hand, and covered her arm with her sleeve, raised her hands to
      her forehead and bowed down on the bed. A maid whispered in Yu Cai
      Ling’s ear, “The young lady asks how my parents are doing.” Yu Cai
      Ling followed her words and then was lifted up, raised her hand to
      her eyebrows and finally put down her arm, which concluded the
      ceremony.

      Madam Xiao was looking at her daughter with a somewhat
      complicated expression and only said, “Good.”

      Only then did Yu Cai Ling see Madam Xiao’s face clearly and
      couldn’t help but exclaim in her heart. After being in this era for
      a while, she hadn’t seen a lot of beautiful women. They either had
      buck teeth or protruding eyes, hunky waists or thin as bamboo
      poles. This woman was more beautiful than those vixens her father
      had kept around. Yu Cai Ling was suddenly very excited to see what
      she looked like.

      Probably because she got up a little too quickly, Yu Cai Ling
      became dizzy again and leaned against the maid’s shoulder,
      half-conscious.

      Cheng Shi saw that his daughter was thin and small, and her
      voice was childish and pitiful just now. There were still tears
      left on her face from when she slept. She leaned against the maid
      and looked even smaller and as thin as a paper doll. Her face was
      only half the size of his own palm. His own daughter’s pitiful
      appearance made him feel heartbroken, so he exclaimed, “I am
      guarding and killing enemies outside. In such difficult times, even
      my wife can take care of the troops and raise our children. The
      first three sons and the youngest born after are all in good
      condition. Only Niao Niao can be raised like this in this happy
      house of the capital! Can’t we ask a question?”

      With these words, Madam Ge, as the actual person in charge of
      raising the children, turned pale. Cheng Shi clearly blamed
      her.

      Truth was, Cheng Shi had wronged her. Except for this emergency
      illness that was indeed caused by her own neglect, the rest of the
      days were provided with good food. Old Madam Wan from next door
      would occasionally visit with an expression of ‘pity for the child
      without parents; if you can’t raise her well, why not send her back
      to General Cheng?’ Old Madam Cheng was old and lazy and, as long as
      someone was next to the Fourth Young Lady, she didn’t care if one
      wanted to vent anger as long as there were no overly insidious
      methods used.

      The girl was born with a petite and lonely appearance, no matter
      how much chicken, duck, or fish she ate, and she had a small face.
      At five years old, she looked three. At ten years old, she looked
      seven, and at thirteen years old, she still looked like she was
      starving and didn’t have enough food. Others would think that her
      aunt was mean when they saw her, but in the past ten years, apart
      from deliberately pampering and scolding her from time to time, she
      couldn’t do anything about it.

      Old Madam Cheng suddenly became angry with her son taking
      advantage of her. She pounded on her chest and cried loudly, “As
      expected, I am old and despised! You haven’t come back for many
      years and when you do, you only remember your little one. You don’t
      even ask if your own mother is good or bad. I am also very sick
      these days…” As she spoke, she quickly coughed a few times to show
      her authenticity, then continued to cry. “What did you say when
      your father passed away? If you want to be filial to me, it’s good
      to not be angry with me now!”

      Crying and pounding on her seat was not enough. She straightened
      up, her eyes red, and howled like a wild boar. “If you find me
      inferior, why don’t I die and give Fourth Young Lady my life!”

      Old Madam Cheng, who was originally a rural peasant woman, had a
      tall physique and made the house shake when she erupted. Li Zhui
      saw the opportunity and hurriedly pushed Madam Ge. She quickly
      approached and said, “Don’t be sad. Brother is a high ranking
      official. Isn’t the emperor the most filial person today? So how
      can Brother be unfilial?”

      Cheng Shi couldn’t get angry with his mother, so he turned to
      Madam Ge and said, “A few years ago, Mother’s health improved. I
      once sent someone to pick up Niao Niao. At that time, what did
      Sister say in the letter? You said that Niao Niao was excellent at
      home and everything was fine, but you were afraid that going
      outside would be inappropriate!”

      Yu Cai Ling felt great joy in her heart. This old man Cheng had
      no gentlemanly demeanor at all, and was not bothered to call out
      women.

      Madam Ge was frightened by this loud scolding and hurriedly
      shrank aside. Upon seeing this, Old Madam Cheng said sharply, “You
      don’t have to turn around and scold me, I won’t let the Fourth
      Young Lady leave! The shaman said, although I was fine at the time,
      who knows if it will change as soon as the Fourth Young Lady
      leaves.” Madam Ge’s words also reminded her of something, and
      hurriedly said, “The filial officials outside, they are all those
      who cut blood and flesh for the sake of their parents’ illness. A
      girl is sick, so you are anxious to get angry!”

      Looking down at Madam Xiao, who was kneeling respectfully, Old
      Madam Cheng sneered. “Or, take her and leave Shaogong to me. They
      are twins of the dragon and phoenix after all. Leaving either one
      is the same. If not… you are my son and I cannot bear to part with
      you. But your wife is such a good bride, I must sue her for
      unfilial behavior!”

      “What does this have to do with her?” Cheng Shi asked. “Mother,
      why do you always look to blame her?”

      Madam Xiao kept her head lowered, but Yu Cai Ling’s eyes were
      sharp. Looking at it from this angle, she saw a sarcastic smile
      pulling at the corner of her lips. When she raised her head again,
      she looked sad and respectful.

      She bowed long and low to Old Madam Cheng and said in a mournful
      voice, “Don’t be angry, Mother. Don’t you know what type of
      temperament your son has? These years outside, he has been
      frustrated that he can’t personally serve you on his knees. What he
      thinks in his heart is not something he can say out of his
      mouth.”

      Old Madam Cheng looked at her and sarcastically said, “I don’t
      have your skills. Just now, didn’t Shi’er say you were so capable
      that you can take care of both troops and children, yet I can’t
      even take care of a small child? In the early years, Shi’er
      discussed everything to do with the Cheng family with me, but since
      you entered the family, no matter how big or small, inside or out,
      whenever you open your mouth Shi’er is ‘yes, yes, yes, right, right
      right.’ Does Shi’er still take his mother seriously?”

      After hearing these sour complaints, Yu Cai Ling dared not move
      her neck, but shook her head in her heart. This old lady
      consciously wanted to postpone her retirement, thinking herself
      young. But, as a son and daughter-in-law, you do not let the other
      person continue to shine and heat up. You deserve to be
      punished.

      Cheng Shi had a headache and said, “The sage said, there are
      disciples who work hard. The bride also took care of family affairs
      for the sake of filial piety to her mother, so that her mother
      could enjoy the blessings of …”

      That was not the thing to say. As soon as Old Madam Cheng heard
      this, she became even angrier. “Sage my ass! Those noble ladies
      outside only praise you for being virtuous, but they don’t look up
      to me as an old lady. I can’t make friends with ordinary people.
      General Wan’s mother lives next door but she hasn’t been able to
      say three words to me over the years. Whenever we meet, it’s not
      enough to praise your new wife, but to ask the Fourth Young Lady
      how she is doing, as if her aunt and I are about to eat her! This
      time, you’ve had a lot to do outside and haven’t said how many
      you’ve captured or how many rewards you gained. If you don’t tell
      me, no one will, and I am just a blind woman!”

      After such a long rant, Yu Cai Ling only agreed with the first
      sentence, and didn’t know what the last part meant.

      Madam Xiao repeatedly prostrated herself and apologized, “It’s
      my fault I offended Mother. It’s getting late, you should hurry
      back and rest.”

      Old Madam Cheng ignored her daughter-in-law and only looked at
      her son with a sneer, saying, “I’ll rest when I’m dead, and you’ll
      be all right. I don’t care. This time you come back, you’ll have to
      give your uncle a few hundred stone rank, he’s been working hard
      for many years. Also, find another 20,000 yuan to give to your
      aunt. The Dong family is going to marry a new wife.”

      Cheng Shi couldn’t bear it anymore and said, “I already know
      that it’s not marrying a new wife, it’s taking a concubine and
      maidservants! My cousin is a few years younger than me; how many
      are there? They have no children yet still need a lot of
      money…”

      Old Madam Cheng looked at Madam Xiao, who was still kneeling on
      the floor, and up to her son, saying in a weird manner, “Over the
      years, you haven’t blinked at how much money you spent for Xiao
      Feng to study and marry a bride. Your bride’s brother is a brother
      and your mother’s brother is an outsider! What’s more, finding more
      maidservants and concubines to help serve the husband, uncle, and
      aunt are virtuous brides of An’er, unlike others… Hmph! If you are
      really filial, you should also take a few more to serve me.”

      Cheng Shi felt that his mother was being unreasonable and said
      angrily, “It is right to study and marry a woman, but to accept a
      concubine…”

      Madam Xiao suddenly turned around and gently interrupted.
      “Husband, don’t say anything. Just do as Mother says.” She turned
      her back to Old Madam Cheng, Madam Ge, and the group of
      maidservants, and her eyes flickered slightly towards her husband,
      as if it were a signal.

      Cheng Shi closed his eyes and helplessly arched his hand,
      saying, “What she means is that it is getting late, it’s time for
      Mother to settle down.”

      Seeing that her son and daughter-in-law had conceded, Old Madam
      Cheng stood up and left contentedly, followed by seven or eight
      maidservants, shaking their heads and tails and resembling the
      Prime Minister of the East China Sea Dragon Palace. Madam Ge
      quickly followed, feeling secretly happy that she passed the trial
      of Fourth Young Lady’s illness. It looked like Madam Xiao was still
      afraid of her mother-in-law and dare not ask any questions. She was
      panicked for a few days and didn’t spare any excuses. Before going
      out, she looked at her confidant Li Zhui proudly, as if to say,
      ‘Look, it’s okay.’

      Li Zhui had wanted to make a joke out of it and hurriedly
      stepped forward to help Madam Ge, but was surprised. Ten years ago,
      this kind of mother-in-law, daughter-in-law warfare occurred
      frequently, and most of the time it ended with Madam Xiao bowing to
      make amends. When the trouble was severe, Cheng Shi and his own
      wife would exchange insults and the confrontation quickly
      ended.

      Today, although Madam Xiao repeatedly apologized, her attitude
      wasn’t very anxious, and she even had a hint of superficial intent;
      and Cheng Shi was even more strange. In the past, it was necessary
      to make a lot of noise out of such a situation. Today it would have
      been easy to end the disagreement, and he didn’t think to hurry to
      help Madam Xiao up off the floor. Thinking about it, Li Zhui dared
      not say anything. She knew that Old Madam Cheng didn’t like her own
      Madam, but she disliked Madam Xiao even more, and Madam Ge was the
      bridge to deal with her.

      Watching Old Madam Cheng and Madam Ge leave the room like
      flowing water, the smile on Madam Xiao’s face disappeared. She
      turned around and quietly looked at Cheng Shi. Don’t say a word.
      Cheng Shi sighed and sat down on the bed where his mother had just
      sat. He turned his head to look at his daughter, who was leaning
      against the maid and had fallen asleep. He sighed again.

      A’Qing stood up and asked the two maids holding Yu Cai Ling up
      to lay her down. She carefully touched her forehead and put down
      the heavy brocade hanging curtains from the bed railing. Then, in
      silence, she gestured to the other maids to exit and close the
      door.

      In such an isolated space, Yu Cai Ling lay on her side facing
      inward, trying to regulate her breathing and continue pretending to
      be asleep. She clenched her fists and closed her eyes, her palms
      were sweating, unsure of what the couple would say privately – she
      was now extremely curious about the parents of this body.

      Madam Xiao had a cautious nature. If it weren’t for Madam Ge’s
      unpreparedness, she would only vacate a few rooms for Cheng Shi and
      others in a hurry. Madam Xiao refused to put her daughter back in
      Madam Ge’s place. She would never have stayed in her daughter’s
      room to speak.

      Not long after, A’Qing came in through a door and brought in a
      woman. The woman greeted and called, and Yu Cai Ling immediately
      recognized the person was A’Zhu!

      “A’Zhu, get up,” Madam Xiao personally went to help her up.
      “These years it’s been hard for you, and you can only reunite with
      A’Yi sporadically.”

      A’Zhu looked at Madam Xiao with tears in her eyes and sobbed,
      “Madam has not changed at all but you are more powerful than
      before.”

      Cheng Shi smiled for the first time since entering the room,
      touched his beard, and turned to his wife, saying, “A’Zhu is still
      the same. If she doesn’t speak, she will. Whenever she speaks, she
      always tells the truth.”

      As soon as he said this, everyone from Yu Cai Ling pretending to
      be asleep to Madam Xiao, who was calm, twitched the corners of
      their mouths. A’Qing covered her sleeves and chuckled lightly.

      After a few pleasantries, Madam Xiao sat with a straight face
      and said, “Tell me about it.”

      A’Zhu solemnly raised her hand and said, “Back then I stayed in
      our estate just as Madam instructed. There was no movement for
      several years. I only vaguely heard of Young Mistress’s reputation
      for stubbornness. A month ago, I heard that Young Mistress had an
      argument with someone at the plum blossom banquet and she didn’t
      know the truth or falsehood, so she was punished by the Ge family
      and went to the garden. It was Li Zhui’s cousin who was ordered to
      take care of the young lady. On such a day when the water dripped
      into ice, the Young Mistress was left alone in the cold brick house
      that had been abandoned for a long time. There was no hot soup and
      no hot rice. Young Mistress fell ill within a few days. By the time
      I rushed to bribe Li Zhui to serve, Young Mistress was already
      burning with fever for many days…”

      Cheng Shi was furious and slapped the palm of his hand on the
      bed railing. He heard the carved railing crack in response and
      said, “That woman is really despicable. It’s time to ask Second
      Brother to divorce her!”

      A’Zhu quickly bowed, “It was my fault.”

      Madam Xiao waved her hand and said, “It’s not about you. It’s
      not you who was on standby at the house. It’s great that you made
      it in time.”

      “A’Yu…” A’Zhu opened her mouth, and Madam Xiao simply said,
      “Don’t say it, I have a number.”

      Yu Cai Ling was speechless. Listening to Madam Xiao’s decisive
      and capable tone at this time, she couldn’t believe that it was the
      same woman who bowed her head and apologized softly just now. She
      really was pretending to be a pig and eating a tiger.

      A’Qing looked at the faces of her Master and Madam, her eyes
      turned and she joked to A’Zhu, “That’s the first time you’ve seen
      the Young Mistress. I heard the Young Mistress has a bad temper,
      and she once scolded you.”

      A’Zhu sobbed softly and said, “What’s the blame? When I rushed
      over, Young Mistress was on the verge of death. Poor little one,
      burning hot all over, lying on such a damp and cold floor. She was
      feverish and confused, and the medicine couldn’t be swallowed. At
      the time, this servant was so scared, afraid that the Young
      Mistress would not make it, and would fail Madam’s trust!”

      Cheng Shi looked back at the bed with the curtains hanging low,
      remembering the fragile and childish appearance of his daughter he
      had just seen, and regretting the four sons who wanted to stay by
      their side, each as strong as a calf.

      “As for Young Mistress’s temperament, I dare not say much. Only
      adults and women were invited to check on her after she recovered
      from her illness.” A’Zhu said angrily. “Whether someone
      deliberately spread rumors or not, everything is known.”

      Fu Yi and his wife followed Cheng Shi for more than a decade,
      and he was well aware of their temperament. A’Zhu dared to say that
      his daughter was not like the rumors outside.

      A’Qing carefully observed Cheng Shi’s expression and turned her
      head to smile, saying, “Madam has a plan. She left someone on the
      estate long ago, otherwise it would have been a bad thing. Who
      would have thought Madam Zhong was so cruel.”

      Cheng Shi’s face darkened again. Madam Xiao glanced at him, but
      slowly said to A’Qing. “There’s no way. Who told me that I met a
      fool? I’m not afraid to meet a smart person. You know they can’t do
      stupid things, but it’s not good to meet a fool.”

      At this point, she chuckled contemptuously again, as if chatting
      slowly, “Do you still remember the step wife married by the Dong Lu
      family in the village that year? The original wife’s family was not
      powerless, and the son-in-law was not blind. Who knew that she gave
      birth to a son, and when the men went out to inspect the thieves,
      she sold the one son and one daughter from the original family, and
      said they were lost. It scared everyone, and I was shocked how
      there could be such a stupid woman. But there are such idiots in
      the world, who feel that they can be safe and sound after doing
      evil.”

      A’Qing continued, “Later on, when the woman was brought out for
      questioning, she still yelled that the Bo family had her child and
      couldn’t kill her biological mother. However, later on, the leader
      of the Dong Lu family took the initiative and ordered her to commit
      suicide. Alas, unfortunately, her biological child died young
      within a few days. Not long after the Dong Lu family welcomed a new
      bride and she gave birth again. Who still remembers her?”

      Madam Xiao said, “It’s a pity that the children who were
      originally born were the ones who killed the culprit. What if the
      two families are heartbroken, like a good golden boy and jade girl,
      they have never been able to find them back, and don’t know how
      what is like to be spoiled.” The voice turned, “Moreover, our
      family is not as good as the Dong Lu family. If Niao Niao really
      dies of illness, can adults still kill her aunt for a younger
      generation? Besides, there is still Mother above.”

      Having said that, Madam Xiao’s gaze was fixed on Cheng Shi’s
      face, and Cheng Shi looked at his wife without speaking.

      A’Qing looked at the head of the household and his wife’s gaze,
      and said softly, “I’m dull. If you want to be scolded in the house,
      nothing will happen, but if you go out the door, you can’t
      guarantee it.” When the Young Mistress arrived at the house, there
      were no servants to care for and protect her. If she would run into
      a rogue man and was bullied, she would not know what to do.

      Madam Xiao looked at her husband’s gloomy and unhappy expression
      and sneered, “Fortunately, our family comes from a rural background
      and has a poor family. Over the years we have built two small
      estates together. If it is like the Yuan family, the world is
      expensive, the family property is not complicated, and the manor
      stretches for two or three counties…”

      Cheng Shi closed his eyes and said in a deep voice, “You don’t
      have to say anything. I understand all of this. A’Qing, go and ask
      Cheng Shun to wait for me in the front yard.”

      A’Qing’s face lit up and hurried away in response. Upon seeing
      this, A’Zhu also respectfully retired.

      Madam Xiao stood up slowly, walked to her husband, stroked Cheng
      Shi’s thick shoulders with both hands, and said, “Didn’t the letter
      say that A’Yiqu Cong was also unfilial? These years, Mother has
      really…”

      Cheng Shi covered his wife’s hand on his shoulder with one hand.
      “I understand. When the family was poor in the past, Mother was not
      like this. She had surplus food and was willing to help the poor
      neighbors. Although she had a bad mouth, her heart was real. Over
      the years, she has become increasingly arrogant, often asking for
      official money for my uncle’s family, and being instigated to
      embezzle their land. Not to mention my uncle’s family. I worked
      hard in front of him, and he only fought against my mother when he
      collected money from behind.”

      At this moment, A’Qing returned and said, “My Lord, Cheng Shun
      has arrived.”

      Cheng Shi stood up and said to his wife, “You have been tired
      all the way. Take a rest. In a few days, the children will arrive
      with General Wan and his team. Don’t be tired. “After saying this,
      he pushed out the door.

      Madam Xiao remained silent and turned her gaze to the bed.
      A’Qing understood and went over to the bed, gently opening the
      curtain to look inside. The little girl was in a deep sleep, her
      nose red. She lowered the curtain and turned back to her Madam. “It
      seems that the fever has not completely subsided but she is
      sleeping soundly.”

      Madam Xiao sat on the bed, supporting her waist, and said, “The
      illness is like a pulling silk. The doctor has seen it and said to
      take a few more medications. She will be fine.”

      Pretending to be completely asleep, Yu Cai Ling was so excited
      in her heart. Her mother in this lifetime was much more exciting
      than the one in her previous life and it seemed that no one was
      suspicious of this body’s personality change. She deserved an Oscar
      for her performance!

      A’Qing walked over and gently rubbed her Madam’s waist. “Master
      must have made up his mind.”

      “My husband has wanted to do this for a long time now,” Madam
      Xiao said. “It’s just that Mother was always in the way.”

      A’Qing sighed, “Old Master passed away at an early age and it is
      not easy for the Old Madam to be widowed.”

      Madam Xiao smiled. “If Father were alive, Mother would be easy
      to deal with.”

      A’Qing couldn’t help but smile.

      Madam Xiao sneered. “The son of the fallen emperor, who loves to
      sing and compose music, has a broken family. At the time, the
      empire was chaotic and everyone had no food to eat. Who would still
      listen to music and sing? If you can’t marry Zhuo Wenjun, who is
      crazy and rich, you won’t be able to become Sima Xiangru.* Seeing
      that he is hungry and discouraged, he has to ask for a wealthy
      peasant woman. When Father was alive, he couldn’t even talk to
      Mother patiently. When he bought the new house, he hurriedly
      occupied the big residence and took care of himself. He also said
      he saw his old wife a few more times a day, and couldn’t eat
      anymore.”

      [* Sima Xiangru and Zhu Wenju were a pair of poets that eloped
      in 2 century BCE. Sima would go on to be invited to the court of
      Emperor Wu (r. 141-186 BCE), who commissioned poems and spread his
      work. It’s a cute ancient love story.]

      Remembering Old Master Cheng’s disdain for Old Madam Cheng
      before his death, A’Qing smiled and said, “Old Master was good to
      you. He protected you during his lifetime.”

      “Of course. The rhythms he wrote are only understandable to me
      throughout the family. After decades of being a married couple and
      having children, Mother thought that Father was learning how to
      draw talismans from shamans. She wanted him to set up a stall for
      divination and supplement some household expenses.”

      A’Qing couldn’t help but burst out laughing.

      Madam Xiao did not smile and sighed, “Later on, the world became
      more chaotic. The Cheng family was not wealthy, and it was thanks
      to the support of Mother, who was able to make a living. Since
      childhood, he saw his mother working hard and father being
      indifferent. As the eldest son, how could he not be
      distressed?”

      Upon hearing this, Yu Cai Ling sneered maliciously, and she now
      understood why Old Madam Cheng’s resentment was so great.

      A’Qing sighed. “If only Old Master were still alive, he wouldn’t
      have let Old Madam bully you. You wouldn’t have had to be separated
      from Young Mistress for ten years.”

      Madam Xiao sighed and was silent for a moment. “If only one of
      the two could live a long life and enjoy happiness, it should be
      Mother.”

      A’Qing was startled and said, “Madam, you are confused.”

      “It’s one thing that she doesn’t like me but, in my heart, I
      respect her,” Madam Xiao said. “She went up the mountain to pick
      vegetables, down to the fields to cultivate them, went home to
      spin, wash, and sweep, and had her husband and children to feed.
      When the sky was about to fall, she was exhausted and had to stand
      up straight to withstand it, not her husband who manipulated silk
      and bamboo. Now, it’s her turn to enjoy the blessings of her
      children and grandchildren.”

      Yu Cai Ling felt a budding respect for Madam Xiao, feeling that
      although she was skilled in calculation, she still had a clear
      distinction between right and wrong.

      “Besides, Mother is much stronger than my own mother.”

      A’Qing didn’t dare to discuss her Madam’s biological mother, so
      she had to digress and say, “Did you see that the Young Mistress is
      like her maternal grandmother?”

      Madam Xiao’s cold face once again showed a complex expression,
      “It would be great if she didn’t have a bad temper. It’s useless.
      It’s better to be like her grandmother.”

      Madam Xiao’s cold face went blank. “It would be great if she
      didn’t have a bad temper. It’s better to be like her
      grandmother.”*

      [She is talking about Old Madam Cheng here.]

      “Don’t worry,” A’Qing chuckled hastily. “Regardless of her
      temperament, she still looks like her mother.”

      Thinking of Old Madam Cheng’s meaty and majestic demeanor, Madam
      Xiao chuckled softly.

      Watching Madam Xiao’s face, A’Qing said, “Actually, what do you
      think Old Madam is working so hard for? Master has been supporting
      the family since he was ten years old and she hasn’t worked hard
      for a long time.” Then she worried and said, “You can put your
      heart into dealing with Old Madam.”

      “If she were that type of woman, I don’t know how many times she
      would have died,” Madam Xiao said confidently.

      She looked up at the high beams of the house and said to
      herself, “There’s no bride in the world who can’t compete with
      Mother. It’s just the son refuses to help.”

      Yu Cai Ling was stunned by this opinion, and suddenly realized
      that her mother in this lifetime was not only an outstanding actor
      and fighter, but also a philosopher with materialistic dialectical
      thinking!

      However, why was it that she always encountered such a powerful
      mother figure? The predecessors were so outstanding, and it’s
      difficult for the future generation to break through. Maybe she
      should set a small goal first, for example, reincarnation?

      …

      So, lots of characters and backstories introduced here! It
      is a little confusing because the author calls the same character a
      different name depending on the context. Here’s a handy-dandy
      little cheat sheet for the characters so far.

      Yu Cai Ling / Young Mistress / Fourth Young Lady: Our FML,
      Cheng Shaoshang. Her name does become CSS eventually.

      Madam Xiao / Madam: CSS’s mother.

      Master / General Cheng/Shi’er/Cheng Shi/ Eldest Son: CSS’s
      father.

      Old Madam Cheng: The hilarious grandma.

      Madam Ge / Second Aunt: The aunt who was in charge of CSS’s
      upbringing.

      Zhu / A’Zhu: The woman who took care of CSS at the
      beginning. They began calling her A’Zhu this chapter and it
      sticks.

      Also, I’m sorry if some parts were a bit confusing! Some
      parts were a bit vague and that made it hard to translate into
      something coherent.
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